Published: Sept. 5, 2012, Kokomo Tribune [Page: A7] 


KT photo | Tim Bath 


House of Burgess: The president who wasn’t 
there 


By Rob Burgess 
Tribune columnist 


I was determined to ignore both the Republican and Democratic national 
conventions this election cycle. By and large, they are nothing more than 
loud, high-powered infomercials. But Aug. 30, actor, director and former 
mayor of Carmel-By-The-Sea, Calif., Clint Eastwood, forced my hand. 
Eastwood is far from a stranger to presidential politics. In fact, he was 
briefly George H.W. Bush’s choice for vice-president in 1988 before Dan 
Quayle. The 82-year-old has been a player this election cycle, starring in 
“Halftime in America,” a Chrysler Super Bowl ad that was widely believed 


by conservatives to be a thinly-veiled endorsement of the automobile 


industry bailout and a reelection commercial for President Barack Obama. 
But Eastwood put any such fears to rest earlier last month when he publicly 


endorsed Mitt Romney. 


That night, I was about to leave work when I noticed my Twitter feed had 
begun to fill with bewildered statements about “Eastwood” and “invisible” 
and “chair.” Once home, I watched, slack-jawed, as Eastwood strolled on 


stage in front a huge orange movie still from 1964’s “A Fistful of Dollars.” 


“Save a little for Mitt,” he began, addressing the hooting crowd. By the end, 
I don’t know how anyone watching would have any mental energy left to 


spare for Romney. 


“T know what you’re thinking,” said Eastwood as the applause began to die 


down. 


“Clint,” I thought to myself, “you have no idea what I’m thinking.” 


Eastwood then addressed an empty chair that had been placed next to him. 


“T’ve got Mr. Obama sitting here,” he said, looking over at thin air. “And I 


just was going to ask him a few questions.” 


I found what happened next simultaneously distasteful and unprecedented. 
Later commentary would call it disastrous, but someone forgot to tell the 
audience, who lapped it up. They chortled as Eastwood proceeded to 


insinuate that the invisible Obama told him to “shut up” twice. Near the 


end, someone screamed out for the catch phrase from his 1983 film 


“Sudden Impact.” 


“TIl start it,” he said. “You finish it. ‘Go ahead--’” 


The assembled roared back: “Make my day!” 


Given 5,000 guesses I couldn’t have come up with what actually transpired. 
Even still, there were warning signs. As an auteur, Eastwood is known for 


his single takes. 


“Behind the scenes, Mr. Eastwood’s convention cameo was cleared by Mr. 
Romney’s top message mavens ... who drew up talking points that Mr. 
Eastwood included, in his own way,” wrote Michael Barbaro and Michael D. 
Shear wrote in the New York Times. “They gave him a time limit and flashed 
a blinking red light that told him his time was up. He ignored both. The 
actor’s decision to use a chair as a prop was last-minute, and his own. “The 
prop person probably thought he was going to sit in it,’ a baffled senior aide 


said on Thursday night.” 


I cringed uncontrollably for all 11 rambling minutes of Eastwood’s speech. 
But the person I really felt bad for was Mitt Romney. I couldn’t concentrate 
on his acceptance speech at all. All I could think was, “Did I really just see 
Clint Eastwood talk to a chair?” Whatever happens Nov. 6 will ultimately 
determine how this moment is remembered. Regardless, I really hope 


someone thought to save Eastwood’s chair. Archie and Edith Bunker’s living 


room set from “All in the Family” is on display at the Smithsonian National 


Museum of American History. So should Clint’s seating. 


That chair belongs to history now. 


e Rob Burgess, Tribune night editor, may be reached by calling 765-454- 


8577 or via email at rob.burgess@kokomotribune.com. 


